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article describes the principles for planning an experimental

teaching - learning system of the comprehension of English scientific

texts at the university level in the social and behavioral sciences.

and draws together the main results obtained from the related evalua-

tion study. The planning principles could not be studied empiricallY,

but the promising results of the experiment might justify their further

development and study in their own right.

The practical impetus for the experiment was the unsatisfactory

development of foreign language teaching and learning among the students

of the University of Jyvdskyla whose main subjects were other than

foreign languages, hereafter called foreign language skills teaching

and learning (FIST). The formal foreign language requirement of the

university degree programs usually consisted of One or two so-called

pro-exercitio courses leading up to a translation of an English text

passage into Finnish , The objectives were rather obscure, the transla-

tion examination commonly used was criticized as a measuring instrument

and the objectives which it represented were thought to be relatively

irrelevant to other studies. The courses were taught by part-time

teachers who naturally had I ittle or no resources and no responsibility

for the systematic development of teaching. Justified or not the criti-
cism led to an even worse situation: students and faculties were in-
clined to decrease the foreign language requirements and a noticeable
decrease in willingness to participate in the courses was attested.

The multitude and complexity of the problems soon made those

involved realize the large extent of the problem area. It seemed im-
possible to change the situation by solving separately such single
problems as student motivation, attitudes of faculties or examining
hoards, level of learning materials, etc. An improvement in one compo
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vent of the system (eg, intrw,ing the length of the course would most

probably have led to a worse situation in some other aspects (eg, decreases

student Wmtivation). The need for a systems-analytic frame of reference

has been emphasized both in curriculum planning (Gloom 1966) and in educa-

tional planning in general (HUfner and van Gondt 1971). It was also used

in connection with the reform of the Finnish university degree programs

(Konttinen et al. 1972) and it was considered useful in the present con-

nection as well. Even a superficial analysis of the subsystems involved

showed that a study of any single aspect of the foreign language teaching.

eg, of nr! teaching methods or examining methods, would be of limited

value only to the whole situation. It was decided, then, to try to plan an

entire teaching-learning system and to study its effectiveness and some

of its most central r Itures empirically. It was felt that any research

that avoided disturb, i the teaching in operation would give results of

academic interest only and that by creating changes, even if they were seen

as disturbances, it was possible to gain valuable information.

The Foreign language skills teaching was conceived of as consisting

of hierarchy of Goals-Means-Evaluation chains. This is illustrated in

Figure 1, For instance, a Faculty sets goals for its activities, chooses

between possible degree programs, evaluates the success of its activities,

and redefines and corrects the goals and procedures. The teaching-learning

system can, however, be analysed from different points of view, eg. from

the point of view of the Faculty, of a teacher, and of a student. These can

be taken as subsystems, which are, at least partially, autonomous, but

related to each other through actions, reactions and feedback. The differ-

entiation of different subsystems becomes obvious, when the purpose and

crit'ria of success of a foreign language course is studied from the point

of view of a Faculty, of a teacher or of a student (Figure 2). It was

thought that if the different subsystems or interest groups could be

identified, at least some of the symptoms and difficulties of foreign

language teaching could be diagnosed as results of conflicting goals or

unsatisfactory means available or insufficient feedback.

few subsystems were identified: the foreign language examination

board (FIEB), the faculty in question (the Faculty of Social Sciences at

the beginning of the experiment), the teacher, and the student. No other

subSYSte1115 were considered in the planning of the experimental course,
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lltnough tney were highly relevant in the planning of the lc orm of

foreign language skills teaching at the universities. Each one of the

above mentioned subsystems carries out some kind of instructional

planning. Inc FLEg defines the instructional objectives in the most

concrete way. guarantees the proper level of requirements and has an

impact on the work of the teachers. The faculty decides on the foreign

language requirements in the degree program, but it cannot ignore the

opinion of the FLEB or other language experts. In practice, the faculty

has to accept the foreign language certificates given by the FLEg of

the .hiversity. The teacher defines the teaching and learning objectives

which ne is aiming for in the course, but he is expected to prepare

the sti.c...ents for the final examination given by the FLU- The means,

materials, time, etc. available to the teacher are rather limited and

mostly controlled by other agents; in practice, the instructional

planning and preparation remains rudimentary. The students also set

goals, when choosing between training programs or study subjects and

they aroably accept the general goal of foreign language teaching.

but they nave little control over the way this goal is concretized, or

over the means other than self study - of achieving it.

The analysis showed that there was at least one point in the

functioning f the different subsystems which was presumably a source

of several problems: this was the goal conflict. The means and the

feedback were not satisfactory either, but these difficulties were

considered to be secondary to the goal conflict. An idea central to

the planning of the experimental course was, then, the remedy of this

conflict. It was only partially concerned with goal analysis and

empirical study to be described later) but, to a great extent with

negotiation, the writing of proposals and persuasion. The problems

clear identification and sharp definition of the needs of the

faculty. an interpretation of the skill in understanding texts accept-

able to the FLEB, and a goal formulation relevant, and seen to be

relevant, from the point of view of the students and their studies

and suitable for the instructional design of the course.

The necessity of defining goals would have been obvious even

without an analysis of the whole system. There are, however, cases of

a straightforward application of an educational technological model
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Hog. mnthods Planning, evaluation) by reponsible decision

makers trie faculty in this case) which have encountered difficulties

in classroom practice or among the students. Curriculum planning is not

onlya"lti-stage (goals, moans, evaluation) but also a multi-phase

Process. In goal setting the latter means that the goals cannot be given

by one of the subsystems if it is interlinked with the other subsystems,

ins goals nave to be adjustable to those of the other subsystems and

instrumental to them.

Tne systems-analytic thinking in the present context at least pro-

duced the different points of view on the goal setting problem, and it

showed what is wrong in the goals of foreign language teaching and how

the Present goal setting is related to the problems and complaints of the

different parties. The results were also used in making a proposal for

the development of foreign language skills teaching at Finnish universi-

ties, which was prepared by a committee chaired by Kari Sajavaara (KKOP

1972) and which resulted in the foundation of the Language Centre of the

Finnish universities.

Besides the systems-analytic thinking, a certain position was also

taken up concerning the principles and conditions of learning. By means

of studies comparing different teaching methods it has not been possible

to find clear differences in their effectiveness, provided the objec-

tives, motivation and initial level of the students and the other rele-

vant factors have been properly controlled (Walker and Schaffarminck

1974), The most prominent variable affecting learning is the amount of

practice in the specific task observed and, consequently, the fact that

a certain task was included in the curriculum at all.

It seems, then, to be difficult to produce better learning results

by manipulating the teaching-learning system by means of the learning

situation means of the variables within the learning experiment. It would

worth-while investigating the variables of defining the objectives,

guaranteeing students' motivation, involving the teachers and so 0n,

which are 'outside the actual learning situation'. It might be fruitful

to discover, eg., under what conditions students are willing and able to

work mast effectively and benefit from the course, under what conditions

the teachers are able to put their professional skills into full use, or

what the learning activities are which tiring the students closer to the
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ins which the degree Procirani designers had in mind.

In More general terms, it might be worth-while studying the
co-ordination Of the goals and activities of di fferent subsystems,
taking into account that erich one of them is an autonomous, but not
independent, body. Students, for example, have Often been seen afi
objects of university teaching, and the problems of teaching are,
first, how to bum Id an elf ic ient channel of inforTnation (teaching
method; a , second, 110% to keep the students interested (motivation).
Problems Of this kind result in studying methods as general tools which
transfer the information to the students under all circumstances.
Students' motivation is Studied independently of the students' aspi-
rations in the moue of finding external incentives which : Ldents
cannot resist. If the main PrePlems are found in the learning situa-
tion, the work Of the teacher- and the faculty is seen as administra-
five practical details. They. coo, could be taken as autonomous units
defining their own goals and trying to achieve their aspirations and
personal values through the teaching activities.

The main principles in the planning of the learning conditions
were (I) to offer enough opportunity of learning the subskills not
mastered DY the student, and (2) to specify the objectives and to
make the teaching-learning Conditions compatible as far as possible
with the goals and working conditions of students and also with the
of the Facul ty and the teachers. These broad principles led to an
emphasis on three aspeCts in the planning of the course. First, an
attempt was made to define the learning objectives accurately and
communicate them to all Persons and bodies involved. Secondly, a
mastery learning strategy was accepted with the variation of study
time (actual length of the course) according to the achievements of
a student, and efforts were made to allocate the study time to the
subskills which had not Yet been mastered by the student on entering
the course. Third, case was taken to integrate the foreign language
teaching with other studies and schedules to obtain favourable
practical conditions for foreign language learning. The latter aspect
could not be properly observed since a systematic instructional
Planning of the degree programs along the lines of systems- analysis
had not yet found its waY into the faculties,
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THE (?
IE-TIVES MID MEA IlREHENT OF THE COMPREHENSION OF ENGLISH SCIEiIT iFIC

TEXT

Three approaches to goal setting were considered. First, compre nsi n

of a foreign language text, like other skills and abilities, can be con-

sidered as a trait of some stability over time and over different types

of texts and measures. A university faculty, for example, may require

from the students any kind of trait or mental faculty which exists and has

been Discovered by scientific research. This approach might be called

on,-;if aewarh, In foreign language reading comprehension the

emphasis is here on the comprehension trait or traits and not in what the

student should do oc chows himself capable of doing when comprehension is

manifested and in what kind of situations he should show comprehension.

fl-,e objectives are defined in terms of responses and not in terms of stim-

ulus-response sets. The approach may, of course, reflect unanalytic goal

setting. but it also avoids pragmatism and too narrow and mechanical or

behav:oristic goal setting. It may also be based on the idea that it is

woossiole to teach single stimulus-response bonds and that the broader

classes of human behaviour that can be taught are the traits.

The trait-referenced approach has certain implications for the lu

tion of learning results and teaching. Initially, it is necessary to find

the trait or traits of comprehension of a foreign language text. There is

plenty of research on the comprehension of mother tongue texts (eg. Davis

1972) and several traits have been discovered. When several traits are

found in the domain, further specification of the learning objectives is

needed, which necessitates some kind of weighting of the traits. The goal

setter can choose between the traits or weight them, but he cannot define

new traits by himself, because they are products_ of aptitudes and envi-

ronmental effects. The measurements of the traits are, then, standardized

tests of some kind, planned to measure as validly as possible the 'real'

trait or trait combination.

The second approach could be termed text-iteti _ iced. An acceptable

performance is defined with reference to the text. The student is asked

to produce a new text, possibly in his mother tongue, which corresponds

to the original. A student could, in principle, pass the examination if

he could translate a sign warning of a danger of falling rocks, even

though he might later be killed by one. The event itself is non-linguis-

11
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tic in character and teaching somebody to avoid falling rocks is

certainly not foreign language teaching. In this approach, a clear

distinction is made between the knowledge of, and the skills in, the

foreign language and their use and application. For evaluative purposes

the tests can be translations Or summaries, resumes, etc., but if more

accurate decoding is required, it is more probable that translation

will be chosen.

The third approach could be called r ee6- te,icnence. Goal setting

starts from the assessment of the training needs and other general

educational aims. The needs are not necessarily, and not even usually,

foreign language needs, As far as a facul ty is concerned, they come

from the goals of the degree programs and reflect desirable professional

and scientific activities and readinesses. Foreign language goals come

later, as objectives instrumental to the goal of the training programs.

If the students are to be taught to avoid falling rocks in a foreign

country, the objective of foreign language comprehension and the rele-

vant course might be seen instrumental to this goal. In this case the

student will pass an examination if, after reading a warning of falling

rocks, he can avoid them, even though he cannot properly translate any

one of the words or structures in the text, which is, of course, unlike-

ly. In this approach any clear demarcation between language goals and

language teaching, on the one hand, and other instruction, on the other,

is not possible. Better relevance of the studies can be achieved pro-

vided that the goals of the degree program and other educational aims

can he clearly analyzed. In evaluation, the approach easily leads to

obtaining a work sample of some kind.

The three approaches are not mutually exclusive. They can all be

exaggerated, which leads either to vague goal setting, word-for-word

translation examinations, or a limited knowledge of the language. They

can, however, be applied successfully, each in a different context

and stage of goal setting. In the present context the needs-referenced

approach was chosen for several reasons.

First, in the trait-referenced approach the traits are defined on

the basis of the correlations between tests supposed to measure differ-

ent aspects of the phenomenon. High correlations, however, do not

necessarily imply a common construct behind the test performances.

0



Lorrelatirnh cuetfitre.nts can even he manipulated. A high Lorrelatiom.

for instance, -on reading comprehension and auditory discrimination

can he produced if sane subjects reserve exhaustive auditory-visual

discrimination-and comprehonsiOn training in these two skills, and other

subjects are left without training. In the absence of experimental

evidence for the processes which lie behind Ihe test performances, eq.

reading comprehension tests, it is too hazardous to rely on the traits

found up to A certain point and give up specifying the needs of the

training program....

Secondly, the text - referenced approach was considered to offer too

limited a basis for goal setting. As the aim was not to train inter-

preters or translators, the desired bahavior of the students could not

be defined in reference only to the text but also with reference to the

use and application of the comprehension skill. The same limitation

would be encountered when trying to define the universe of acceptable

texts for comprehension tests.

The third approach was thought to offer a good starting point for

goal setting in this context. Needs in training and education were felt

to represent an appropriate level of conceptualization when the foreign

language teaching problems were diScussed either with the Faculty on the

degree program level, with the students On the study plan level, or

with the teachers on the level of instructional planning.

The needs could be derived from several sources. It was easy to

find several good reasons for a need of English language reading com-

prehension. Arguments for other language skills could be found as easily.

however. For instance, an oral skill is sought, for to prepare students

for congresses, but it is not clear how many students will ever need a

foreign language for this purpose. Even a knowledge of Latin has been

suggested as a requirement because many scientific terms in Finnish

come from Latin. In this project, the foreign language was considered

to be instrumental and compatible with the goals and aims of the degree

programs and this offered a natural basis for the needs.

Three sources for the foreign language needs were considered rele-

vant. The first was, the goals of the degree programs. Unfortunately,

they were changing with the reform of the degree programs. On three

general goals, however, there seemed to be a sufficient consensus: the
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degree programs will prepare students more explicitly than before

for professional work in some field of society; they should prepare

the students to apply scientific knowledge, thinking and research and

not only practical skills in their work; there was a need for some

kind of a general foreign language proficiency, but this was only

secondary to the main goals of the programs.

The second source for the needs was the general nature of univer-

sity studies in Finland. They are, of course, fixed, but some of their

features seem to remain unchanged. There was a heavy reliance on

foreign language textbooks from the very beginning and meagre foreign

language contacts either in teaching situations or outside them.

Thirdly, the foreign language skills of new students as compared with

the goals of their studies could also be conceived as one source for
the needs.

In studying the sources for the needs. it turned out that the

need to acquire scientific knowledge and information through the medium

of a foreign language, in English in the first place, was, and will be

for some time, a major motivation for foreign language teaching and

learning. At least two- thirds of the textbooks used at the Faculty of

Social Sciences at the University of Jyvaskylii were in English. Almost

all the students know some English, but they have not had enough

practice to be able to read fluently books in English containing

scientific terminology and usage. Reading comprehension, as the only

foreign language skill continuously in use, might also be enough to

maintain the other skills.

The goals of the experimental foreign language course were

derived from the assessment of the needs and they were formulated as

follows. Taking into consideration the goals of the degree programs

of the Faculty and other expressed aims, the probable study process,

and the skills of the future student population, it is necessary for

the students to comprehend general or elementary English texts in

social and behaVioral sciences from the beginning of their studies,

to the extent that,Jhey are able to read a book in a week (i:e. read

about 50 words per minute), and to obtain from the text all the

factual information which could be used in a scholarly discussion and

which could be obtained from the text without any previous knowledge

J2
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01 the subject matter.

To improve the integration of foreign language teaching goals with the

General goals of the degree programs, the training goals and aims have to

be specified and clarified much further than is the case usually. It is then

possible to decide whether any foreign language teaching is needed and, if

if is needed, in what forms and in what ways it should be integrated with

other studies. In this process there are, however, several problems. Some

of them are practical, but further research is needed on many of them. The

need for research results from the fact and experience that the process is

not simple, logical and linear. More specific goals of a degree program

cannot be derived logically from more general goals. The relationship is

probably an interacting one in character, the specific goals somehow trying

to respond to the needs stated in the more general goals. Furthermore, the

process cannot be implemented directly or linearly. For instance, the actual

effectiveness of foreign language instruction may lead to a redefinition of

the more general goals, to a decrease of study time, an increase of language

requirements, etc.

In connection with the present work, the following points in the goal

specification chain were found to be especially in 11&ed of further research.

The needs of the students' prospective professional work are, perhaps, the

easiest to study. Examples are found in the reports by Roininen (1971, 1972a,

1972b) and Berggren (1975). The methodology of this kind of research is,

ric,wever, in need of further study. Its usefulness for further goal specifi-

cation depends on the needs descriptors or on the descriptive system of

the use of the foreign language. A system of this kind is offered by Freihoff

and Takala (1974), There is not, however, much experience of its usefulness

in discovering the degree program needs. To what extent it can reveal

training needs should be studied, not directly implying foreign language

teaching, but relevant for the actual formulation of foreign language goals

and the integration of foreign language teaching with other studies.

One line of research which is also highly relevant for foreign lar-T.uage

goal setting at a university level is related to the problem of how study is

gain knowledge from texts. The problem has been accentuated in the Finnish

context-ty the general aim of the new degree program to develop in the

students a readiness to scientific and science-based activities in their

specific fields of application. Because written materials will inevitably
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be one of the most important sources of knowledge during and after

pre-service studies, serious attention should be paid to this in

foreign language teaching at the universities. The general problems

include, eg how students gain information from texts and how they

mulate it in structured knowledge; the possibility of differences

ing from whether the subject matter is concrete, based on common

experience, or abstract scientific matter, or whether the information

ained has to be communicated further to othrIrs or applied. The

studies on how students structure and recall tees will certainly have

application in foreign language teaching, too, even though they are

not directly related to it.

INSTRUMENTAL OBJECTIVES IN READING COMPREHENSION

The reading process was structured in terms of suloskills or objet=

supposed to be instrumental to the reading comprehension of a

foreign language text. These were the general reading skill and two

components of language, vocabulary and affixes, on the one hand, and

structures, on the other. They were taught and evaluated, but not

formally examined, because they were supposed to appear in the reading

Performance, if they really were instrumental to reading comprehension.

All the students were able to read, of course, but it was not so

obvious that they were able to structure larger passages of text, to

observe the function of a passage, and to adjust their reading style

according to the nature of the text and reading purpose. These skills

were taught in connection with some English reading materials of the

experimental course and were measured with a questionnaire.

In choosing the vocabulary, an attempt was made to concentrate on

words which are vital to the comprehension of elementary or general

ntific texts and which are unknown to many students. In principle,

words which most improved reading comprehension were accepted. In

practice, about 80 to 90 per cent of the words to be encountered in the

texts (i.e. running words) in typical scholarly writing in social and

behavioral subjects were included. The remaining ten per cent of the

ere supposed to be technical terms or words which could be

understood with a sufficient knowledge of the most common affixes,

whose meaning could be guessed. It was suggested that the teaching of

4
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technical terminology should be included n the introductory courses of

various departments. About 80 affixes were selected on the basis Of the

teachers' judgement and they were taught during the course. Intelligent

guesswork was, if not taught, at least reinforced during the course.

The structures were also chosen by the judgement method, taking

into consideration the previous knowledge of the students and the

frequency of the structures in a scholarly writing. For the experimental

course, about 30 structures were chosen for explanation and practice

during the course

MEASURING THE COMPREHENSION OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE SCIENTIF=IC TEXTS

The available Means for measuring were mostly translation tests.

Ooze tests, or multiple choice tests for the comprehension of text

passages. No available tests seemed to suit as such for the evaluation

of the attainment of the present objectives. The means to be used to

gauge the general goal of the present course were to fulfil a number of

requirements:

the test Should probe the factual information in the

and structures as such;

the test should not measure an ability to match English to a Finnish

word or translation but, rather, measure the skill to transform the

content into other words, perhaps into the mother tongue;

the test should not require an active use of English;

- it should not.require any prior knowledge of the subject natter;

- it should measure the understanding of the main ideas, facts and argu-

mentation of the text;

- it should not, however, depend on the reasoning ability of the studen

- it should not measure the ability to memorize the text; and

- it should not measure the student's perceptual ability covered by items,

like "On what line is the word abc7',

One measuring procedure, and perhaps the ideal one, is to let subject

matter experts examine the comprehension of the text by the students in

a thorough discussion of the text. In fact, the nleas4ring instruments Were

developed to stimulate such a situation. It was decided to give the

examinees several (six) texts, each about 500 words in length. This was

thought to be a sufficient text sample from the type of the social and

15
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behavioral science teats which the students were to encounter in their

Studies. On the basis of each text, some ten multiple-choice items were

written in Finnish in accordance with the above requirements. Many trial

texts and items were rejected by the team and subject-matter experts as

improbable in a learned discussion of the content of the texts. as

obscure. Or for other similar reasons.

Formal item analyses were also carried out (difficulty indexes and

item test correlations), but the results were used only as cues for in-

OProPriateness of an item. Other item formats were considered and

tried, eq., translation of short passages, but the multiple choice

format was accepted for practical reasons. Skimming and resume writing

might also have been included, but they were also rejected for practical

reasons.

The test took about two hours. The exact time was decided by

counting one minute for each question and allowing one minute of read ng

time pro 50 words, This time turned out to be sufficient for about 95

per cent of the examinees. This result also showed that about 95 per

cent of the students can fulfil the reading speed objective.

To pass the examination, the student was supposed to understand

almost as much (about 90 per cent) of the text as of a similar Finnish

text. The answers to the remaining ten per cent of the questions were

supposed to become evident after the students were familiarized with the

Meaning of the technical terms. A number of tests were based on English

books which were available in Finnish translation. -One pair of compa-

rable English and Finnish reading comprehension tests was administered

to the students. The average score in the Finnish version was about

41 Out of 60 questions. Since a score of 40 correct items out of 60 was

found to be comparable with the standards of FLEB, it was set as the

minimum passing score.

It was also afterwards checked that it was not possible to pass

the examination with a sufficient amount of general subject matter know-

ledge. The questions of two tests without the texts were given to two

groups of advanced students. The average scores were around 30. which

is better than scores usually obtained by mere guessing. but clearly

less than the minimum passing score. It was concluded that the tests

did not measure a general knowledge of the subject matter, but rather

1 6
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the understanding ref more specific information given by tne texts.

A number of other criteria for the pass level were also considered.

The reading skill should be high enough to make the study of English

books comfortable and to encourage learning from written English materials

without relying on any translation or summary services on the campus. The

reading skill should also be good enough to maintain the students' other

English language skills.

The reading comurehension tests were of sufficiently high reliability.

Split-half coefficients varied between .9 and .7. depending on the hetero-

geneity of the examinee group. The coefficients are not, however, the most

appropriate in this context for revealing the general application of the

test results. The aim was not to produce tests to discriminate between

students or to make comparisons between them but rather to compare the

student with the learning objectives, and then somehow to equate the tests

to give comparable results, which is normally the case with common stand-

ardized tests or norm-referenced tests (Hillman 1974). In this study the aim

was to design criterion-referenced tests (Millman 1974) which would be

comparaole due to the very procedure by which they were produced. Each test

should be appropriate and as good as the others, if it is to be a good

sample of the behavior stated in the learning objectives, and th.' results

which it gives should give a good approximation of those obtained by giving

the examinee all possible parallel tests.

To Study the generalizablity (Cronbach et al. 1972) of the score of

one test to the corpus of all possible tests, five versions were administer-

ed to 55 students each. The results showed that the actual pass level or

the difficulty of a test may shift from test to test, even though the

instructions given to the item writers were supposed to be accurate, But,.

even with thiS Source of error, the reliability or, rather, the genera-

lizability of the test scores was reasonable. The standard error was 4.6

and the alfa reliability coefficient .7 on average. This means that in 68

per cent of the tests and measurements a student's true score will be in

the range of plus/minus 4.6 points around the score given by the test.

Furthermore. it turned out that it would be profitable to increase the text

sample to ten or even to 20, rather than to increase the number of items

Per text to obtain a more reliable score. The effect of increasing the

number of text passages and making the problems of the tests more comparable

would mean a decrease of about .8 in the standard error,
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The results of the reliability and gemerali bility studies

show that the tests give a quite accurate picture of the examinee's

reading skill and that the different versions of the test give

sufficiently comparable results. In the studies with a translation or

other examination based on one text passage the sane level of compari-

son from test to test or generalizability of the results to the corpus

of texts and tests could not be reached.

TABLE 1. Success of the students on the first application of the

experimental course in the Faculty of Social Sciences (FSS) and the

Faculty of Physical Education (FPE).

Student group FSS-71 FSS 72 FPE-72

1. Passed the Exam earlier 15

2. Did not show up 13

3. Attended, but gave up 8

4. Attended regularly, failed 3 1 3

Passed the Exam 60 68 43

Total per cents 100 101 100

New students total 222 267 88

Passed of 73 B8 51

AN EXPERIMENT WITH THE FIRST TRIAL READING COMPREHENSION COURSE AND

MAIN RESULTS RELATED TO ITS EFFECTIVENESS

The material for the first trial course was designed, according

to the principles described earlier, by Eva May. it included material

for teaching different reading styles, affixes, vocabulary and s'tructui

New versions of the material are available from the Language Centre

at the University of Jyteasky14.

The trial version of the course was administered to all new

students at the Faculty of Social Sciences (FSS) in the autumn terms

1971 and 1972 and also for the students from the Faculty of Physical

Education (FPE) at the university of JyV4Skyla in 1'972. The students

were required to sit an examination at the beginning Of the course and

then once a month until they passed the examination. At the first

examination several other tests were given to the students, but only

4
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the tor or vocabulary, ixes. and structures were given at the monti:

e'om1nations. (For More details of the data collection see Konttinen and

Sif.anen 1976; in the present paper Only the main results will be given.

The first question Of interest among the results is the question of

whether the studentS learned reading comprehension during the course. The

answer is positive. This is not, however, a very interesting result as such,

because learning is a con mOn experience of all teachers and students and.

besides, the students were not passed and were urged to stay on, until they

reached the objectives. A question which is more interesting from the point

of view of the general ideas behind the planning of the course, is whether

the students accepted the objectives and were willing to work and able to

achievo the objectives under the circumstances created.

The teaching-learning system turned out to be effective in the sense

that about 95 per cent of the students who persisted with the Course, to

the end of the term if necessary, achieved the readinc, comprehension

objective (see Table I.), This could he taken as a piece of evidence for

the success of the experimental course. lf, however, the whole teaching-

learning system (program planning and the Faculty, instructional planning

and the teachers, studies planning and the students) is taken into account,

the situation looks quite different. From the point of view of instructional

planning or the plann1rN and execution of the experimental course, the

results were promising_ In this respect, the fact that many students were

not willing or able to attain the objective can be regarded as being due

to the decisions of the students, to their previous training. or to the

Faculty, but not to instructional planning and to people involved in it.

From the point of view of both the Faculty and the student the course

was not as successful. About 69-70 per cent of the new students at the

Faculty of Social Sciences (FSS) who had not passed the examination earlier

attained the objective during the autumn term. At the Faculty of Physical

Education (FPE) the corresponding figure was only about 45 per cent. If

both the students who had fulfilled the requirement earlier and those who

could not be contacted at all, probably because they were not full-time

students, are excluded from the failure cases, the success rate of the

teaching-learning system becomes somewhat better (73, BB, and 51 per cent,

See Table 1). The experiMental course presumably compared quite well with

the former translationtype course. The second, improved, version of the
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c=ourse (particularly in the FSS, for which it was specially designed),

especially, was So successful tha could he implemented with minor

mciirications. The course cannot, however, be considered flawless such

as it is and further revisiols are necessary,

The results of the experiment support the view that in the develop-

ment of a teaching-learning system the teaching method or the teaching

materials may not be the bottle-neck, but the source of the problems

will have to be sought in some other factors which are outside the

actual teaching and learning situation. The results of the diagnostic

tests (conwning vocabulary, affixes, and structures) and the question-

naire re.:;.aled three such factors:

(1) About 15-20 per cent of the students obviously did not have the

command of the most basic vocabulary and structures.

(2) About 15-20 per cent of the students at the FSS had a very crowded

timetable and could not find enough time to attend the course properly;

at the FRE, (giving each student about 40 hours in a week obligatory

courses) the number of students who reported the same reason was con-

siderably larger,

(3) The content and texts of the course designed for students of social

and behavioral sciences were seen as irrelevant and unmotivating by the

students of physical education.

The three main reasons for the failures are easy to understand and,

in principle, even easy to remedy: what is needed is a preparatory

course based on the diagnostic test results, better co-ordination and

scheduling of the compulsory courses, and adaptation of the course

Materials to the broad field of studies. It would also be easy to put

the corrective measures in practice, if some person or organ had a

complete command of all the relevant subsystems. They cannot and should

not, however, be changed directly on the basis of research results.

What research can do is to give a better conceptualization of a multi-

stage and multi-phase process of educational planning and find models

and practical ways to manage such a complex process. In this connection,

research on educational innovation (09.. Sashkin, Morris and Horst 1973)

cotild.add valuable experience to a more theoretical system-analysis-

Oriented research.

One question which is relevant to the adaptation of the mastery

20
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learning strategy is related to learning speed or learning ability. If the

individual speed of learning is seen as an essential determiner of achieve-

ment, teaching should be individualized or differPritiated on the basis of

thi$ trait. As learning speed had often been equated with intelligence, or

perhaps in contexts of this kind with verbal ability or foreign language

aptitude, individualization would mean ability grouping of some kind. But,

if the amount which an individual has to learn to attain the objective is

seen as a more important determinant of achievement, it may be more use-

ful to let the study time vary and direct the efforts towards the subskills

which the individual will have to attain to reach the objective.

To investigate the existence of a learning aptitude, the gains in

learning of the vocabulary, affixes, structures, translation, and reading

comprehension skills during the first month were correlated with each

other. The correlation coefficients were low, which does not support the

view of the importance of the learning speed On achievements.

Another way to solve the problem was to try to differentiate the

supposedly quick learners who passed the examination in the first test.

A discrimination analysis was made of the variables which described the

students' achievements in English and their aptitudes in the groups which

passed the examination in September, October, November, and December, and

in the group of those who never passed the test. The most prominent dis-

criminant Function differentiated, in fact, the groups in this order. What

was interesting in the discriminator was that it indicated a student's

proficiency in English but not his verbal or reasoning ability or memory.

A student achieved the objective faster or slower depending on how far he

was from the comprehension goal, and not depending on his aptitudes.

The results of both studies support the decision to adapt the mastery

learning strategy to this course. At leaSt among the university students

who try to improve their foreign language reading skill, the results do

not support the view that the most able students are the first to learn

the skill and that an ability grouping of some kind would be profitable.

Aptitude and.good learning abilities are Certainly not unimportant, but

the level and nature of previous training and the student's own motivation

seem to easily overshadow the differences in the aptitudes. The results

could not be interpreted to support undifferentiated teaching either.

Individualization can be, and was supposed to be useful in the present
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experiment, but it Should aim at providIng training in ,uch parts of the

curriculum as are not yet mastered, until the goal is attained. A com-

prehensive grouping based on some general ability or aptitude measure

would not, then, be as profitable as a specific differentation of the

instruction based on the 911eci fic difficult ies of learning.

RESULTS RELATED TO THE MEASUREMENT Of THE ATTAINMENT OF THE OBJECTIVES

Other results of the studies which were related to the first two

trials with the experimental course illuminate the content of the reading

comprehension test and the role of the instrumental skills in reading

performance. A factor analYs is was performed on the reading test, and

on the tests of vocabulary' affixes, structures, translation, reading

speed, listening comprehension,rbriting, linguistic analysis, reasoning
ability, and verbal ability. and on the school marks and the question-

naire of study and reading habits. All the tests were administered at

the beginning of the first experimental course (1971) to all the new

students in the Faculty of Social sciences.

The reading compreheOion test which was developed to measure the

attainment of the reading Objective turned out to be quite a good

measure of the General English Achievement, a factor containing both

the tests of the comPonerit4 of language (vocabulary, affixes and struc-

tures) and the integrated 4kil1S of reading, listening, translating, and
writing. To get a better idea of the nature of the reading test, it is

easier to describe what it did not measure. It did not depend on the

factors of Response Speed (in reading tests), Abil ity to Analyze and

Learn an Artificial language Verbal Ability, or on the factors of $ udy

and reading habits. 1 t did correlate Slightly with the Reading Speed in

English, which is in accordance with the learning objective,

The principles of the reading test design were derived from the

necessary uses of the skill and aimed at measuring the skill of gaining

from a text,information in the first place, and not linguistic skills

or ingenuity. In the beginning it was not at all clear Whether the test

would measure verbal reasoning as most mother tongue reading tests do,

or general reading skill, which is independent of the language, and

certain doubts were expressed whether. it could be taken as a foreign

language proficiency test at all unleSS some language component tests

22
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added to it, The tests
developed seem to fulfil their purpose quite

well.

The interrelationship
between reading comprehension and vocabulary,

affixes, and structures, was
studied further, to find out to what extent

reading skill improves with an
improvement in these instrumental skills.

An inspection of the scatter diagrams of the reading test with the tests

of vocabulary. affixes and
structures could not reveal any clear thresh-

olds. Reading skill seemed to increase quite steadily with a better know-

ledge of vocabulary, affixes and structures, it might be possible to

find such thresholds, but the
general nature of the subskill tests may

have prevented their discovery.

If, however, the minimum pass score
in the reading test can be taken

as the limit where
comprehension clearly begins, it is meaningful to

study what the students who have achieved this limit know. This was ac-

complished by estimating the
regressions of the reading test on the tests

of the vocabulary,
affixes and structures. The result was that a student

already has a fifty-fifty chance of attaining an acceptable score (40

Points out of 60) with a vocabulary of about 2200 words, which means 50-55

per cent of the vocabulary included in the course and containing at least

1000 most common words. A student with a larger vocabulary would probably

have a better reading
skill, but even with a vocabulary

of only a little

more than 2000 words the vocabulary as such should no longer be any

obstacle in comprehending learned social and behavioral science texts.

The results concerning the role of the vocabulary lead to the question

of the nature of those' 2000
words. They may be a certain set of approximate-

ly 4200 words included in
the glossary of the course. It may also be im-

material which 2000 words are known provided that
they-coMe-from the Pre-

sent glossary of 4000 words of from any other relevant set of words. The

answers could not be found in the data of the present study, and further

research with a proper framework is needed to give information about the

selection of vocabulary for similar purposes,

About 75 per cent of the affixes seem to be necessary for the in-

ment of the required
comprehension level, The affixes were chosen by means

of expert judgement, but
the figure is ambiguous. It may imply that the

right affixes were chosen and that about 3/4 of then are very important

to comprehension. It may
also imply that 75 per rent of any affixes, even



those not Included in the present collection;
are very helpful to the

reader. Relying
on the expertise of the teacher who chose the affixesthe first interpretation

of the result 5eens more plausible.
About 80 per cent of the structures chosen for special attention

an the course turned nut to be familiar even to the students lying atthe 40 pOint limit,
In selecting the structures was supposed thatall the more

frequent structures were known to a majority of the stu-dents, The figure shows
that the reading objective

sets very high
requirements On the knowledge of structures.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE COURSE
The evaluation of the foreign language

course focused directly onthe student's subsystem
(learning results,

appropriateness of the needed
initial level in English, co-ordination of the course with the rest ofthe study program).

The systems-analytic frame would require a similar
evaluation from the point of view of the FLEE and of the faculties in
question (the relation of the foreign

language achievements to the con-
tent and goals of the degree programs, costs of the implementation andrunning of the new course) and from the

point of view of the teachers
(possibilities for flexible management of learning, time pressure etc.).These points were not studied systematically.

The experimental coursesgave, however, sufficient
informal evidence to continue efforts along

similar lines. At present the same design
principles for the organiza-tion of the FLST and for the material have
been applied to the reading

comprehension course for the humanities and
medicine. All the material

contains booklets for Reading Comprehension
Exercises, Structures,

Affixes, Wordlists; and Teacher's Book and Quizzes, distributed through
the Language Centre. University of Jyaskyla

(SF -40100 4VdSkYIN 10,
Finland).
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